Briefe an die Herausgeber / Letters to the Editors
Sir --The letter of H. Mielienz, Eberhardzell, West Germany, raises the important point of the precise chemical definition of a penicillin. The terms "penam" and "penicillanic acid" were proposed and defined by Sheehan et al.
(1), but it does not seem that the word "penicillin" has ever been formally defined. The common usage, for instance, of the name benzylpenicillin for the chemical 6-phenylacetamidopenicillate does indeed imply that the word "penicillin ~' means a 6-acylamidopenicillinate, but common usage is no real substitute for a formal definition. We have used "penicillin" in our review (2) in the sense of a penicillinate moiety linked at C6 to a sidechain through a nitrogen atom. FL 1060, now given the name mecillinam, is, as we have stated (2) a 6-amidinopenicillinate. It chemically resembles all other penicillins in clinical use in all respects except (a) it has a tertiary as opposed to secondary nitrogen (N) at the 6 position, mad (b) that N lacks a carbonyt substituent. (It is interesting to note that Sheehan (3) has suggested that compounds bearing a tertiary N at C6 might be microbiologically inactive.) We have further stated (2) that the mode of action of mecillinam apparently differs from that of other fl-lactam compounds.
Calling mecitlinam a penicillin--as has also been done by no less an authority than James T. Park (4) (quoted by the author of the letter)--merely emphasizes the close chemical relationship between this compound and other penam derivatives, and may be justified depending upon one's definition of "penicillin". We cannot approve of classifying antibiotics by virtue either of their mode of action nor their antimicrobial spectrum; adopting such a system would give rise to far greater anomalies than are produced by a classification in terms of chemical similarity such as we have used (2). If this were the order of the day cephalexin would not be classified as a cephalosporin since it does not cause bacterial lysis, as well as having a different spectrum. 
